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 Abstract 
“Let’s Talk about Race!”: Unpacking Social Justice in the Classroom 
By 
Ashlee Evonc 
Master of Arts in Teaching Leadership 
Saint Mary’s College of California, 2020 
Kathleen Moore, Research Advisor 
 
Research demonstrates that social justice instruction, when combined with lived experiences, 
empowers and enables students to re-envision their personal identities and transform their lives 
(Thawani, 2014). Establishing a strong positionality awareness within students from the initial 
stages of their schooling experience is critical for students as they grow into critically conscious 
and socially aware adults. The goal of this action research project (ARP) was to investigate the 
effects of social justice learning on fourth-grade participants’ positionality awareness. 
Participants experienced four themes of social justice instruction as they worked to understand 
their personal identity. The social justice learning process empowered participants to become 
agents of change as they began to understand bias and increased their overall awareness of their 
individual positionality. 
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Chapter I 
Introduction 
Elementary education is a pivotal time for students in regard to their academic, social, and 
emotional development. As students inaugurate the development of their academic and social 
skills, emotional development must be cultivated both in and out of the classroom. This piece is 
critical in the success of a child moving towards adulthood because it incorporates human 
motivation. Maslow (1943) highlighted how human motivation is influenced by a hierarchy of 
unmet physiological and safety needs. These needs eventually lead into the yearning for 
belonging and exterior love which influences a person’s self-esteem and self-actualization in 
adulthood. The struggles students face in regard to their social development may be due in large 
part to systemic neglect within the educational structures in place and its impact on their sense of 
belonging within the classroom. This failure in development eventually influences the student’s 
self-esteem which can manifest into social anxiety and a withdrawal from human interaction 
(Poston, 2009). It was my goal to interrupt the pattern of systemic neglect within my classroom 
by zooming in on the development of my students’ sense of belonging. 
A recent study conducted in an urban elementary school demonstrated the importance of 
developing students’ sense of belonging due to its impact on their psyches which in turn leads 
them towards increased academic achievement (Bouchard & Berg, 2017). Rooted in a 
constructivist framework, this study selected seven students to participate in semi-structured 
interviews where they were asked to describe their experiences developing authentic connections 
in school and the challenges they may have faced while establishing their sense of connection. 
Through the data, the researchers found that peer friendships grounded in trust and 
companionship were critical to students’ sense of belonging. In elementary school, students are 
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beginning to expand their relationships to include others outside of their immediate family 
(Thornton, 2001, p. 75). These relationships incorporate peers from various cultural backgrounds 
and experiences, as school becomes a microcosm of our current democratic society for students.  
Elementary school teachers have the ability to catch the deficits that students showcase in 
regard to their motivation and sense of belonging early on in order to provide developmental 
intervention. It is imperative to meet these needs in school to combat the opposing behaviors of 
decreased motivation and alienation from peers (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991). 
When those negative behaviors occur, disconnected students have an increased likelihood of 
leaving education altogether and carrying on a disconnected life as an adult. In elementary 
school, teachers have an increased opportunity to catch these behaviors early on and foster 
increased and authentic connections among students across race, class, and gender differences. 
The goal is for students to leave school as well rounded and influential members of society. 
These positive changes begin with educators who truly understand the importance of exposing 
all students to a variety of ideas, experiences, and perspectives (Banks, 1991; Banks & Banks, 
2007; Silva & Langhout, 2011). Hence, the purpose of this action research project (ARP) was to 
explore how to help fourth grade students develop their sense of belonging through social justice 
education in the classroom.  
Statement of the Problem 
 Schools in the United States are expected to align curriculum with state standards. In 
2010, the California State Board of Education unanimously adopted the Common Core State 
Standards (Common Core Standards Initiative, 2010, p. 5). According to the Department of 
Education, these standards are designed to “benefit students by having fewer, clearer, and deeper 
standards and require a greater use of analysis, critical thinking, and real-world skills” 
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(“Preparing Students, para. 2). Despite these clear guidelines and expectations surrounding the 
skillset students should receive over the years, many of these standards counteract an educators’ 
effort to center their lessons through an equity and social justice lens (Dover, 2015). The primary 
purpose of CCSS is to provide students with college and career preparation and the ability to 
function in a collaborative work environment (Development Process, 2019). However, because 
the United States is moving towards collaborative and diverse work environments, social justice 
integration partnered with college and career readiness is essential for students and can be 
utilized as the lens through which these standards are taught (Dover, 2013). Lee Ann Bell clearly 
defined social justice education in the opening chapter of Teaching for Diversity and Social 
Justice (1997) using the following framework: 
We believe that social justice education is both a process and a goal. The goal of social 
justice education is full and equal participation of all groups in a society that is mutually 
shaped to meet their needs. (p. 3) 
As Dover explains, teachers have a responsibility to ensure that all students, regardless of 
ability or any other differences, are able to access the content and curriculum through 
differentiation and adequate support. When social justice is introduced in the classroom, it takes 
form through curriculum, pedagogy, and social action (Dover, 2015). Without this educational 
component, classrooms may not be addressing the systemic inequities that students experience 
both in and out of the classroom. Social justice practices should challenge and alter an 
educational system that is not adequately serving large numbers of children, particularly low-
income children, children of color, and children with disabilities (Agarwal, Epstein, Oppenheim, 
Oyler, & Sonu, 2009). As Howard (2010) has noted, when teachers fail to include rich 
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discussions surrounding racial inequities in their classroom, they further polarize a nation with 
rich and dynamic racial diversity.  
 As a nation, U.S. educators are not addressing the cultural needs of the students they 
serve. Although high school graduation rates have continued to increase (America’s Promise 
Alliance, 2015), specific student subgroups have continued to be disproportionately affected by 
structural inequities and unequal access to academic and social support. Although Black and 
Latinx students continue to make greater gains in graduation rates as a group when compared to 
the national average, overall, their rates in total still fall below 80% (America’s Promise 
Alliance, 2015). In comparison, the national average for white student graduation rates is 88.3 %. 
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), in 2017, there were 2.1 
million status dropouts across all ethnic groups between the ages of 16 and 24, and the overall 
status dropout rate was 5.4 %.  NCES defined the status dropout rate as the percentage of 16 
through 24 year olds who are not enrolled in school and have not earned a high school diploma. 
Within this group, there was still a large ethnic divide. The Hispanic (8.2 %) and Black (6.5 %) 
status dropout rates remained higher than the White (4.3 %) status dropout rate. This translates to 
nearly 570,000 young people in America who either leave school or do not complete high school 
within four years (Heintzelman, 2019). That number is far too many students for our nation to 
leave behind. 
 America’s Promise Alliance (2014) conducted a variety of interviews and found that 
many students’ lack of connectedness to school was a key factor in their eventual 
disengagement. All students walk into the classroom with myriad experiences, backgrounds, and 
strengths. Despite it all, young people need the additional support of caring adults and connected 
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institutions within their communities (America’s Promise Alliance, 2014, p. 33). They need to 
feel both heard and valued within their classrooms, and that effort is led by the educator.  
 As an elementary teacher, I understand that it is my duty to ensure that all of my students 
feel a sense of pride and strong connections within my classroom walls. Alfred Adler (1939) 
noted in his theory of belongingness that the failure students experience in school is typically due 
to feeling unconnected with the school, teacher, or other students. This is a critical point to 
consider, as Goodenow’s (1993) research study indicated that internal motivation and 
expectations of success both increased in students who felt a strong sense of belonging.  
 In my research, I have found that an increase in social justice curriculum within an 
elementary school classroom aids in the development of school connectedness and belonging. 
Through a social justice pedagogical framework, students are given an opportunity to know their 
peers on a deeper level and engage in conversations surrounding race, class, gender and systemic 
inequities. Within the past year - and prior to conducting this inquiry - my district has invited 
numerous educators to engage in conversations surrounding race, power, and privilege. Through 
the efforts of the Culturally and Linguistically Responsive (CLR) committee and various 
professional development activities teachers in the district were beginning to unfold the layers of 
inequities within their own practice. Additionally, through leading professional development 
surrounding authentic multicultural literature and introducing a variety of window and mirror 
texts- those that reflect personal culture (mirror) and someone else’s lived experience (window)- 
within my own classroom- I had begun to see the power of these sensitive conversations.  
 Looking back on my work, it seemed that authentic and systematic social justice 
instruction had been neglected in my classroom. Aside from literature that provided insight into 
the lives of multicultural children, very few of my lessons were concentrated solely on social 
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justice and anti-bias education. Within the realm of literature, some teachers utilize multicultural 
texts in their classroom to highlight and express the value of students’ cultural differences. 
Dasenbrock (1987) defines multicultural literature as texts “that are explicitly about multicultural 
societies” and have the ability to inscribe “readers from other cultures inside their own cultural 
dynamics” (p. 10).  Books of this nature, when used authentically, have a powerful effect on 
students’ viewpoints. Morton (1995) argued that educators can’t simply rely on one approach 
when looking at social justice paradigms. He believed that educators should place their energy in 
challenging students to work effectively within their present paradigm instead of working to 
move students into the mindset of social change. These concepts surrounding individual and 
community transformation were embedded in the questions I asked during Morning Meetings, 
daily, whole class discussions focusing on building community and mindfulness, and the 
literature that I chose to read to the whole class aloud. However, I did not explicitly indicate my 
intention, and was therefore unsuccessful in light of my aim to increase my students’ sense of 
belonging. Moving forward, I wanted to implement explicit lessons, over an extended period, 
surrounding social justice curriculum that students could lean into when doing this work.  
Purpose of the Research 
Based on my previous experience, the social justice points of entry for this study were 
derived from the Teaching Tolerance Social Justice Standards, which were created as a 
framework for anti-bias education. Teaching Tolerance was founded in 1991 with the purpose of 
“reducing prejudice, improving intergroup relations and supporting equitable school experiences 
for our nation’s children” (p. 2). Through unlimited access to free educational materials, 
curriculum kits, and school wide initiatives, this program has garnered recognition through the 
Oscars, Emmys, and countless awards from the Association of American Publishers. One portion 
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of the program’s anti-bias framework is concentrated around their social justice standards. With 
a common goal in mind, a variety of educators took part in an in-depth conversation regarding 
race and social justice competencies that students should know. These educators included 
teachers of various grade levels, school and district administrators along with academic 
stakeholders. The standards created have been divided into four domains: identity, diversity, 
justice, and action, all of which are based on Louise Derman-Sparks’ (1989) four goals for anti-
bias education in early childhood. With the notion that young students are aware that language, 
color, gender, and physical ability all relate to power and privilege, I was drawn towards 
strategically and systematically implementing social justice curriculum within my elementary 
classroom. Hence, the purpose of this research was to give students concrete lessons surrounding 
power, privilege, and personal bias through self-critical and introspective lessons.  It was my 
goal to help my students think critically about their personal beliefs and attitudes and feel 
compelled to speak their truth when an injustice takes place.  
In light of our global focus on cultural differences, it is imperative that school-aged 
children in the United States are given the tools to engage in conversations about race and 
societal inequities. To meet the goal of increased awareness, educators must lead youth towards 
the creation of anti-bias attitudes which denote an active approach to challenging prejudice, 
stereotyping, bias, and the “isms” (Derman-Sparks, 1989). Moreover, educational theorist John 
Dewey emphasized the importance of integrating both the curriculum and experiential education. 
Dewey (1938) argued that it was essential for education to blend a nation’s cultural heritage and 
the current problems of a changing society. He further explained that it was imperative for 
students to be given the opportunity to connect both the outside world to the content of the 
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classroom to aid in a student’s exploration of purpose and an increased sense of connection 
(Dewey, 1938).  
 This action research project was designed to investigate if fourth grade students would 
become more aware of their personal bias and feel more connected to their peers and teachers 
through the implementation of concentrated thematic social justice units. My hope was to 
strengthen my students’ understanding of bias and systemic oppression and enable them to 
develop deeper relationships with their classmates and realize that they are agents of change. 
While I have previously taught social justice lessons in the past, I was aiming to take a 
systematic, research-based approach to this process. As previously noted, I hoped to empower 
my students through the four social justice domains of identity, diversity, justice, and action to 
disrupt bias and increase their sense of belonging utilizing the Teaching Tolerance Anchor 
Standards and Domains (see Appendix A). Teaching Tolerance was created in 1991 as a 
component of the Southern Poverty Law Center and was curated by a variety of educators and 
researchers from across the United States.  
Using this lens, social justice may be seen as an intervention strategy as opposed to an 
instructional approach. Due to the increased scope of research-based benefits of social justice 
curriculum (Cho, 2017), it was my belief that its involvement had the potential to transform 
student attitudes towards their peers and others unlike them, while also enabling them to 
recognize their value towards systemic change. 
Action Research Question 
The action research question for this study was: How will the explicit teaching of 
concentrated thematic social justice units through the use of established social justice standards 
increase fourth grade students’ awareness of their positionality? With this focus, a student’s 
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positionality would consist of their individual identity, power, privilege, and personal biases. My 
expectation was that through actively engaging in and reflecting upon their personal bias and 
individual identity, students’ sense of belonging would increase within the classroom community 
and my young scholars might cultivate a deeper understanding of their global responsibility in 
the 21st century. Additionally, I hoped that through these concentrated social justice lessons, 
students would develop meaningful relationships and increase their overall connection towards 
school.  
Limitations 
 There were various constraints that may have affected the outcomes of this research 
project. These limitations include the crossover of teacher-researcher roles, the limited sample 
size of participants, and time constraints in the classroom. This project was conducted over an 
eight-week time frame, as a requirement of my graduate program, making the limitation of time 
a significant constraint since ones’ positionality takes a great deal of time to naturally develop.  
Additionally, all of my students were involved in the study, but the representation of one 
classroom in one grade garners limited generalizability among other grades, students, and school 
environments. Along those lines, I acted as both the researcher and teacher who facilitated the 
social justice lessons, which may have impacted the validity of student responses to the survey 
and interview questions. Lastly, the demographics of my school - a suburban environment in 
Northern California with a large English language learner population - make the results difficult 
to generalize for different populations and geographic locations.  
Positionality of the Researcher 
 As a teacher researcher, I was keenly aware of my own positionality and political 
interests throughout the course of this study. Because I conducted this research at one of the 
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elementary schools that I attended as a child and the site was the location of my current teaching 
placement, I developed increased awareness of the community of the research site. Furthermore, 
I may have had several preconceived notions about some of the focal students included in the 
study. For one, many of my students are not originally from the United States and have recently 
moved from their home country to our school and classroom community. It was my thought that 
the topic of social justice and inequity may be completely new to them due to the country and 
community they were originally from. The classroom also held students who were new to the 
English language. I believed my ability to convey the lessons through the use of translation apps 
and websites may prove to be a blindspot in my instruction.  
Moreover, over the course of the six weeks, I developed increased relationships with 
these students as I moved from being simply their teacher to someone who held sensitive 
information about their interpersonal struggles and triumphs. Although it is unclear whether 
these conditions skewed my collected data, I feel it is important to recognize these factors for the 
sake of this research. Being the first teacher at Havana Elementary School (a pseudonym) to 
utilize fully integrated social justice education gave me a prodigious opportunity to gauge the 
development of belonging through these direct lessons. Correspondingly, I collected data from a 
number of sources, including student pre and post assessment responses to provide an equitable 
and accurate lens. 
 It is also imperative that I clarify how my experiences as a Black female teacher growing 
up and now teaching within the Zian Valley Unified School District have influenced the 
direction of this research and methods utilized. I am aware that numerous teachers employ 
superficial ways of addressing diversity by focusing exclusively on the racial disparity between 
teachers and students, while not focusing enough attention towards cultural differences (Howard, 
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2010). It is my intention to provide specific lessons that are framed around diversity and 
inclusivity with a strong directive toward cultural differences within our classroom community. I 
hold privilege surrounding my race and the personal experiences that I can share in relation to 
these topics. Some of these privileges include access to African American academic and social 
groups, scholarships and awards limited to African American students, and the ease of speaking 
with students and colleagues about social injustice and equity topics.  It is my assumption that 
my truth will be quite different than the realities many of my students are living with when it 
comes to identity, power, and privilege. Therefore, I placed strong emphasis on student voice to 
assure that my assumptions did not cloud how I viewed the data. 
 With this said, there were a myriad of experiences that contributed to my desire to 
conduct this specific inquiry. One focus was to increase students’ sense of belonging within the 
classroom by engaging in rich discussions encompassing various perspectives. A second aim was 
to find clear lessons and strategies surrounding equity instruction with a social justice lens. 
Finally, this research explored anti-bias education and will hopefully provide new insights into 
how teachers can make students more aware of their implicit bias and become agents of change.  
Definitions of Terms 
Agent of change. A person who views themselves as part of a movement toward 
transforming education by living their lives consciously and passionately to interrupt the cycle of 
oppression and conformity (Casey, 1993).  
Bias. Beliefs and worldviews specific to our own experiences, interactions and ascribed  
social identities/ locations (Philpott, 2009).  
 Classroom discussion or dialogue. Classroom discussion or dialogue is defined as 
reflective conversation about a topic (Au et al., 2007; Kuby, 2013; Phillips, 2012). 
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 Connectedness. Connectedness is defined as the experience of belonging and relatedness 
between people and communities (Smolders, Kort, Bel, & Ijsselsteijn, 2009).  
 Multicultural education. Banks’ (1998; 2004) five dimensions of multicultural 
education include: (a) content integration—infusing curriculum with materials from diverse 
perspectives; (b) knowledge construction— understanding how knowledge construction can be 
biased by implicit cultural assumptions, frames of reference, and perspectives; (c) equity 
pedagogy—teaching strategies and environments designed to enable students from diverse racial 
and ethnic groups to access academic achievement; (d) prejudice reduction—developing more 
positive racial attitudes by decreasing racial stereotypes and prejudices in the school and 
increasing democratic attitudes, values, and behaviors; and (e) empowering school culture and 
social structure—critical reflection and examination of school culture to create increased equity.  
 School belonging. School belonging is defined as a student’s felt experience of 
acceptance, respect, and inclusion by adults and peers within the school’s social environment 
(McMahon, Wernsman, & Rose, 2009).  
 Sense of belonging. An essential and prerequisite human need that has to be met before 
one can achieve a sense of self-worth (Maslow, 1971). A sense of belonging is felt when an 
individual becomes more focused on the desire to build relationships with others (Poston, 2009).  
 Social justice. Resisting complacency and taking a stand against individual, structuraland 
systemic injustice and oppression (generally expressed in terms of social issues such as racism, 
ageism, sexism, and classism) (Government of British Columbia, 2001).  
 Social justice education. Social justice education is the explicit recognition of the 
marked disparities in educational opportunities, resources, achievement, and long-term outcomes 
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among minority and low-income pupil groups and their white, middle-class peers (Shakman et 
al., 2007).  
 Urban. Urban is defined as a densely populated area with a high degree of economic and 
social interaction (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Wilczenski and Cook (2009) add, “Urban life 
incorporates people of different races, languages, beliefs, values, customs, and economic levels, 
all living together in close proximity. It is the diversity and complexity of urban culture that both 
enriches and challenges urban education” (p. 3). 
Implications 
 The purpose of this study was to investigate if fourth grade students would become more 
aware of their personal bias and increase the connection to their peers and teacher through the 
implementation of concentrated thematic social justice units. This study will potentially address 
the gap in research studies surrounding anti-bias education with elementary-aged children. 
Increasing students’ sense of belonging may lead to success in regard to academics, as well as 
success moving past school and into the work environment. Interest may be generated from other 
teachers to integrate social justice education in their classrooms, if this research study’s findings 
produce positive changes in fourth grade students. Additionally, social justice education could be 
found as an intervention strategy to aid disconnected students in feeling welcomed in their school 
and classroom communities. Lastly, social justice may bridge the gap between mandated 
curriculum and inclusive education by providing an equity lens that increases students’ 
connectedness and engagement. It is my goal for teachers with similar student demographics to 
have an increased awareness of social justice education and be willing to explore various lessons 
with their students.  
14 
 In the future, it may be beneficial to explore the effects of these lessons on students two 
or more years into social justice education. This would allow connectedness to be explored over 
time and see how effects may have been maintained long term. If other teachers were willing to 
participate, I may aid them in integrating social justice education in their classrooms and help 
conduct additional action research to investigate if student connectedness is maintained year to 
year. It may be that a student’s connected attitude persists through secondary education and 
grants them even greater success as they move into adulthood.  
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Chapter II 
Literature Review 
 The purpose of this action research study was to investigate changes in students’ 
awareness of their positionality through participation in concentrated and thematic social justice 
lessons. I involved students in a social justice pedagogy that was guided by the four Anchor 
Standards and Domains along with the three to five Grade Level Outcomes and Scenarios from 
Teaching Tolerance (2016) (see Appendix A). Through actively engaging in and reflecting upon 
their personal bias and individual identity, students became more knowledgeable about their 
global responsibility in the 21st century.  
It is critical for education to model elements of a democratic society, and social justice 
education aims to achieve the same goal by giving students the tools to investigate the 
oppression present in their immediate lives and within society as a whole (Bells, Adams, & 
Griffin, 2007). With this said, it is not enough to simply give students the tools needed to push 
back on oppressive behavior. Scholar Marilyn Cochran-Smith emphasized that social justice 
incorporates “ideas, ideals, values, and assumptions” within our present society (Cochran-Smith, 
2003). Students must first delve into implicit biases affecting our population and the overt 
systemic injustices that exist for a disproportionate number of people.  
Injustices and biases are present within our society and “multicultural education is 
designed to help unify a deeply divided nation, rather than to divide a highly cohesive one” 
(Banks & Banks, 1995, p. 23). As educators, the goal is to bring diverse students together for 
academic success, personal growth, and development. It is, however, detrimental to focus solely 
on academic achievement, as it does not inherently strengthen students towards becoming 
“reflective, moral, caring, and active citizens” (Banks & Banks, 2007, p. 5). Teachers should aim 
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to develop effective lessons that address the needs of all students through the inclusion of student 
voice. Instructional supports are present to foster learning and should be incorporated at the 
developmentally appropriate levels of the students (Lageson, 2017). By structuring these lessons 
around social justice, teachers cultivate and inspire a culture within the classroom that values 
diversity and every student’s unique traits. This positive classroom culture lends directly into 
generating authentic relationships among peers which can have a deep effect on children’s 
willingness to engage in discussions that incorporate diverse perspectives (Banks & Banks, 
1995; Tenorio, 2007).  
I believed that by focusing social justice integration at the elementary school level, 
students would begin to develop an understanding of their individual positionality, leading them 
towards an increased understanding of their personal bias and individual identity. Developing a 
deeper sense of one’s positionality allows students the opportunity to recognize the humanity of 
themselves and others, eventually leading towards becoming critical citizens who step in when 
social injustice is present (hooks, 2003). Thus, the question that guided my research was, how 
will the explicit teaching of concentrated thematic social justice units through the use of 
established social justice standards increase fourth grade students’ awareness of their 
positionality? 
Overview of the Literature Review 
 The purpose of this literature review is to provide a synopsis of the foundational literature 
that informed this action research project which sought to discover the impact of social justice 
curriculum on fourth grade students and their awareness of their positionality. To start, the 
literature review will explore the foundational theories surrounding the role of teachers in 
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creating a classroom environment that emulates the larger society and grants students the 
opportunity to be exposed to experiences that will lead towards eventual civic contributions.  
 Secondly, the review of literature will explore a) the concept of social justice integration 
in the classroom, including its importance in elementary education, b) strategies towards 
implementation, and c) the effect social justice education can have on marginalized students 
towards the development of their personal viewpoints. The articles reviewed in this literature 
review were included due to their connection to this research study’s themes of social justice 
integration, elementary education, and personal bias. The applicable research databases utilized 
for finding research articles were ERIC, ProQuest, Google Scholar, Dissertations and Theses, 
and EBSCO Host. While searching, the key terms included various combinations of the 
following: social justice, elementary education, bias, student belonging, identity, and race.  
Theoretical Rationale 
 The three primary theorists that were used as a framework for this action research project 
were Alfred Adler’s theory on belonging, John Dewey's experiential education theory and its 
emphasis on connection and real-world experiences, and Geneva Gay’s culturally responsive 
teaching. These theories both connected to the research study’s goal of increasing students’ 
knowledge of their positionality through thematic social justice lessons and building students’ 
sense of belonging within the classroom community.  
 Alfred Adler's motivational theory. One theory that heavily influenced the research 
question of this action research project was psychotherapist Alfred Adler’s theory on belonging 
(1939). Adler had a consistent emphasis on human beings as social beings and wrote that there is 
a “tendency among many children and adults to unite themselves with other human beings, to 
accomplish their tasks in operation with others and to make themselves generally useful from a 
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social point of view” (p. 115). He coined this sentiment as “social feelings” which connected the 
feeling of belonging with a strong sense of equality amongst other human beings. These feelings 
are tied to the need to belong which is a crucial component for mental health and societal 
connections (Ferguson, p. 2). The benefit of beginning this social justice instruction early on in 
education is that it allows children to be exposed to these concepts at an early age and increases 
their sense of human connection.  
 Along with beginning social justice lessons at an early age for children, Adler believed 
that the child’s education could not begin too soon. He noted that “as a child grows he develops a 
certain set of rules or formulas which regulate his conduct and determine his reactions to various 
situations” (p. 137). Schools and the emphasis of a collaborative group environment provide a 
phenomenal playing ground to build a basis for interaction with others. Adler warned that if a 
child has “tried to play with others and to join in the common spirit- he will be spared not only 
bashfulness and egotism, but also a possible neurosis and even insanity” (p. 196). These 
educational practices can aid in the prevention of later psychological disturbances while teaching 
students how to contribute to their larger community (Ferguson, p. 4). When looking to this 
study, Alder’s belief about early childhood education proves relevant in relation to social justice 
curriculum. Students are social beings, constantly building relationships with those around them, 
while also adapting to the academic and social demands being placed upon them. The power of 
inclusion aligns with the social nature of students and the importance of creating an equitable 
and social justice centered classroom environment (Olson, McCaslin, 2008). The goal is that 
when students are exposed to anti-bias education at an early age, an increased understanding of 
social inequities will motivate them to step in when injustice is present. Adler’s theory on 
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belongingness connects with the importance of inclusion and the need for children to both 
understand and relate to one another.  
 Dewey’s experiential education theory. Another theorist that provided a strong 
foundation for supporting this research was 20th century educational philosopher and 
psychologist John Dewey. In one of his first written works, Democracy and Education (1916), 
Dewey argued that school environments should incorporate opportunities for each individual to 
“escape from the limitations of the social group in which he was born, and come into living 
contact with a broader environment” (p. 24). Dewey believed that educators hold a responsibility 
to provide an environment in which students are granted experiences that lead towards eventual 
contributions to society.  He argued that with the United States being comprised of different 
groups with various traditional customs, educational institutions should provide a 
“heterogeneous and balanced environment for the young” (p. 25). Students, Dewey felt, should 
be surrounded by others who look, think, and act differently than they do as a preparation for the 
interactions they will have as adults.  
 Along with these various interactions comes the opportunity to sit and reflect upon the 
learning that has just taken place. Another component of Dewey’s educational theory surrounded 
social relationship building. In his book Experience and Education (1938), Dewey proposed that 
“sound educational experience involves, above all, continuity and interaction between the learner 
and what is learned” (p. 10). According to Dewey, it is critical for students to be given moments 
of active reflection to sit and digest the learning and experiences that just occurred. Patrick, 
Vontz, and Nixon (2002) emphasized this notion of reflective thinking when mentioning that 
“people learn as they think, and think best when confronted with problems that are real and 
relevant, and that pose meaningful questions” (p. 96). Reflective learning and relevant problems 
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are the main pillars of social justice education, as it is rooted in relevant situations within our 
society as a whole.  
Social justice can also be viewed as an instructional method that has its foundation built 
upon the experiential education theory, as its process encourages students to connect to their 
peers, their positionality, and real-world experiences outside of the classroom. Vontz, Metcalf, 
and Patrick (2000) explained that: 
The school, as one social institution in the life of a child, should be an embryonic 
community in which students are able to form positive social relationships. If the school 
helped students to better understand their social experiences- to break down the barriers 
that kept them isolated, kept them from knowing- then people could potentially 
reconstruct society in some more favorable direction in the future. (p. 21)  
Dewey (1938) aligned these ideals with the main purpose or objective of educational instruction 
being to “prepare the young for future responsibilities and for success in life” (p. 3). Therefore, 
the goal of this study was to use social justice education as the avenue to provide fourth-grade 
students with meaningful experiences and reflective discussions that would allow them to grow 
an increased sense of belonging and understanding of their positionality within their school and 
outside world.  
Gay’s culturally responsive teaching. The final theory that provided a strong 
foundation for this research study was provided by Geneva Gay’s theory on culturally responsive 
teaching. Gay (2000) defined culturally responsive teaching as utilizing the perspectives, cultural 
characteristics, and experiences of diverse students as a means of teaching them more 
effectively.  Geneva Gay, an African American professor at the University of Washington, wrote 
a variety of books that centered around her theory on culturally responsive teaching and ensuring 
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that every student feels connected within the classroom community. In the article Preparing for 
Culturally Responsive Teaching, Gay outlines the importance of acknowledging the lived 
experiences that students bring into the classroom community to ensure that the curriculum is 
highly engaging and relevant to their lives. This sentiment correlates to the primary focus of this 
research study surrounding student awareness of their positionality and how that focus has been 
declining within our current educational system. Within American educational structures, 
students have been expected to adopt European norms and divorce themselves from their 
cultures. This ultimately places students in a conflict of having to master academic standards 
within a cultural structure that is often unfamiliar to them (Gay, 2002). As supported by theorist 
bell hooks (2003), she believes that when students come from disadvantaged backgrounds and 
are asked to learn within an educational system geared to valorize the experience of the 
privileged, it is critical to implement curricular approaches which value the experiences of 
students. Teachers with an equity lens, Gay argues, are critically conscious and use curriculum to 
tackle controversial topics surrounding race, class, ethnicity, and gender. 
Collectively, Alfred Adler's, John Dewey’s, and Geneva Gay’s educational and 
psychological theories helped lay a foundation for my action research. Adler’s theory on 
belongingness and the notion that all people are social beings aligns strongly with the power of 
inclusion. Dewey’s educational theories built upon the social feelings of the individual and the 
power each person holds within the larger society. Gay’s culturally responsive theory was a 
foundational layer for equity and inclusive teaching practices within the classroom. My work 
was rooted in the idea that through concentrated social justice lessons, students would have an 
increased knowledge of their positionality (power, privilege, bias, identity) while continuing to 
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develop their sense of belonging and valuing the individual experiences of both themselves and 
others around them.  
Review of Related Research 
 The review of related research is organized into three sections: a) the importance of social 
justice education, b) teacher understandings of social justice education, and c) the 
implementation of social justice education in the classroom. Each of these sections incorporates a 
summary of relevant research and its connection to the present study.   
 Social justice education. Social justice education is both a process and goal that was 
developed to meet the needs of students and guide them towards interactions within a larger 
democratic society. With an increasingly high emphasis on standards-based education, social 
justice can be thought of as the “lens” through which these lessons are expressed (Dover, 2013, 
p. 94). Author and educator Louise Derman-Sparks (1989) was a large catalyst for the integration 
of anti-bias curriculum within the classroom. Her active approach towards social justice 
integration sought to challenge prejudice and give students the tools needed to speak out against 
unfair situations. It was her contention that social justice and an anti-bias approach should be 
integrated into the existing school curriculum. This notion served to inform the development of 
this research as I investigated the question: How do students become aware of their personal bias 
and positionality? Reviewing research about social justice education through critical literacy 
may offer insight on how to support elementary-aged students in their experience with these 
more sensitive topics and eventually lead them towards an increased understanding of their 
individual identity and personal bias. 
 Researcher Michelle Allison Henderson (2009) studied the integration of social justice 
education within an elementary classroom through the route of service-learning. Her main 
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takeaway from the research was the amount of preparation her lessons provided for students’ 
eventual participation in a democratic society. Her study was rooted in the work of Adams, Bell, 
and Griffin (1997) who emphasized that social justice education is both a process and a goal. 
They noted that the vision of social justice is a society in which all members have an equal 
distribution of resources within a physically and psychologically safe and secure environment (p. 
3). Henderson’s study also indicated that her students developed a conceptual understanding of 
democracy and the skills needed to thrive socially in the future. Through her service learning 
activities, she found that the attitudes of her students began to change into a strong focus on care 
and compassion. This shift, she noted, will lead her students towards becoming caring and 
compassionate adults who will work for social justice in their communities. It was her belief that 
social justice education, when started at a young age, has the potential to create caring citizens 
who will be capable of feeling compassion and empathy for those around them.  
 Henderson’s study investigated the importance of social justice education and the 
eventual effect it can have as students grow into adulthood. Through these students’ own words 
and the researcher’s findings, it can be concluded that students learned about their personal 
impact on the world around them and the idea that we all have the power to make a difference. 
The next step was to explore the research surrounding teacher beliefs and attitudes towards social 
justice education in the classroom.  
 Teacher understandings of social justice education. Scholars Ullucci and Battey 
(2011) utilized the terms “race-consciousness” or “color-awareness” within the vocabulary of 
social justice. These terms have been used to denote the intentional recognition of racial 
oppression and acknowledgement that both race and racism play a role in shaping societal 
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inequities. As such, it is critical to explore the attitudes educators hold towards integrating social 
justice curriculum within their classroom.  
 When looking at the perceptions and beliefs many teachers hold, researcher Flora Farago 
(2016) conducted a qualitative online assessment of 341 early childhood educators and inquired 
about their beliefs and practices surrounding anti-bias education and its implementation. The 
work of this study was deeply grounded in the findings of Gay and Howard (2001) along with 
Marshall (1998) who discussed the internal roadblock many teachers face when preparing to 
teach their students any anti-bias curriculum. These scholars have discovered that many teachers 
expressed difficulty bridging into social justice topics due to their hesitation of discussing race 
and culture with young children. Not only were many afraid of offending the students or their 
families, a number of teachers believed that these discussions would eventually instill prejudice 
and racism in young students. Farago’s findings corroborated previous research and showcased 
teachers struggling to implement anti-bias education focusing on race and racism, regardless of 
how familiar and motivated they were.  
 As Farago began to dive further in the data, they found that experience played a major 
role in how teachers presented their social justice lessons. If an issue surrounding diversity was 
brought to the forefront of conversation, a majority of teachers only addressed the topic in the 
context that they had personal experience with (e.g., a teacher doing identity lessons surrounding 
a person’s name, if their name is often mispronounced). Along those lines, many educators held 
onto their personal and professional experiences with discrimination that eventually played a role 
in their anti-bias teaching. It is easy for teachers to concentrate on their personal discomfort or 
limited depth of knowledge. In contrast, Fargo advocates that anti-bias education for young 
children emphasizes the importance of keeping the curriculum developmentally appropriate and 
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always taking into account the students’ levels of cognitive development, personal life 
experiences, and interests.  
 In the end, Farago found that teaching anti-bias education to young students was both 
incredibly rewarding and full of challenges both personal and external. It is a challenging 
undertaking that can hold a variety of interpretations and dynamics depending on its audience.  
 Teacher role in integrating social justice curricula. Along with the perceptions and 
beliefs teachers hold regarding social justice curriculum, it is important to understand the role the 
teacher plays in its integration. Susan Elaine Robertson (2008) conducted another comparative 
study that examined one elementary teacher’s experience with implementing social justice 
education in social studies. Much of their study was centered around the idea of democratic 
education. This specific type of education dives into the structured systems already set in place in 
our schools and classrooms and the inequities within them. These inequities surround the politics 
contained in student curricula which includes the “hidden curricula” that favors dominant 
culture.  
 When looking deeply into the responsibility the teacher holds, child-centered curriculum 
and a socially just climate were among the top. Robertson found that with these two components 
in place, the students were granted both voice and choice within each lesson. The teacher studied 
gave students extended time to think and consider all options for questions and problems 
presented. This allowed the curriculum to be more accessible for all students. Each child was 
also encouraged to ask questions freely, initiate discussions, and make personal connections at 
any point throughout the lessons. The teacher served as the model for social justice and set the 
context for what it can look like within a democratic society.  
26 
 The studies conducted by Farago (2016) and Robertson (2008) investigated the 
importance of teachers when diving into anti-bias curricula with students. A common theme for 
each study was the power teachers hold to build the narrative towards social justice and the fact 
that they may need to develop their own curriculum in order to do so. The research from this 
subsection informed the present action research project by illuminating the role of the teacher as 
a true facilitator of this learning and the fact that due to standardized curriculum, a teacher may 
need to create lessons and find ways to weave the learning into currently adopted and mandated 
curriculum. The knowledge gained from reviewing this related literature led me to conduct 
research regarding the shown benefits of this study’s intervention, social justice education.  
 Benefits of social justice education in the K-12 classroom. As I developed this research 
project, I looked for research that showed explicitly how school-aged students were impacted by 
social justice education. This section explores research that showcases how anti-bias education 
affects students.   
 Allen (1997) conducted a qualitative study that explored the effects of anti-racist/anti-
bias curriculum in his second-grade classroom. Utilizing the students’ natural sense of fairness as 
the foundational level, Allen constructed social justice curriculum surrounding his students’ 
biases and awareness of inequities. The selected classroom contained students from primarily 
immigrant households who were culturally, racially, ethnically, and religiously diverse within 
their urban Toronto community. While creating the curriculum, Allen based much of his 
framework on the work of Delpit (1988) and the need to address the silence within the classroom 
space that comes from the unequal power distribution between students and their teacher.  
 With this in mind, Allen framed his curriculum around four major anti-racist/ anti-bias 
classroom learning strategies. These were: identifying and defining bias in classroom materials, 
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providing space to discuss and take up issues in class, encouraging students to respond, and 
validating the voices of the classroom community.  
 At the conclusion of the study, Allen reported that when teachers assume students are 
unaware of bias in learning materials, students will eventually learn to deny the existence of bias 
in materials and passively accept these implicant social meanings. Without discussions 
surrounding these social meanings within the learning materials, these resources become an aid 
towards perpetuating passive, unquestioning, and conforming citizens.  
 Another researcher, Thawani (2014), conducted a qualitative study that explored the 
effects of social justice on adolescent empowerment. The researcher was specifically 
investigating the interplay between social justice integration and students’ understanding of their 
personal identities. Five high school seniors were selected for this year long research study due 
to their having attended a social justice high school, which incorporated faculty and staff who 
taught all lessons through an equity lens. Among the students chosen were those who self-
identified as low income and had expressed previous experiences of oppression. Three major 
themes emerged as the researcher analyzed data surrounding empowerment and social 
consciousness attained through participation in social justice education. These were: 
socioeconomic equality, dismantling oppressive structures, and mitigating inequity.  
 Thawani reported that social justice education allowed the students studied the language 
to challenge the status quo and counter oppression to create societal change. The subjects gained 
power through their school experience because they were given value and not viewed as 
disadvantaged while they negotiated the oppressive conditions of their academic environment.  
This points to the potential for schools to be used as a center for empowerment for often-
marginalized populations of students.  
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 The research reviewed in this section demonstrates that students who participated in 
social justice education showed increased empowerment and an opportunity to re-envision their 
identities. There is a strong correlation between the individual and their school environment, and 
when both work together in a synergistic collective, empowerment occurs. In light of the fact 
that the subjects of this study were all high school seniors, it would be beneficial for future 
research to explore the results of studies conducted with elementary-aged students.  
Summary 
 Theoretical paradigms by Adler (1939) and Dewey (1916) provided the foundation for 
this study. Reviewed research explored the effects of social justice education on students and the 
benefits it holds for those who participate. The major findings were that social justice education 
holds emotional, intellectual, and social components that all benefit the students involved. It is 
important to note that most of the research regarding social justice education involves students 
who are beyond elementary school grades. I hope to be able to contribute to filling this gap in 
research with this study. Moreover, it is critical for education to increase student empowerment 
and prepare youth to stand tall against bias and inequity. By addressing the issues of diversity 
and prejudice, and systemic oppression within a safe classroom environment, students are given 
the opportunity to grapple with these complex concepts and digest the information at their own 
pace.   
 The next chapter describes the methodology used to implement the study. A pre- and 
post- intervention assessment, researcher field notes, and student journal entries were used to 
evaluate the impact of social justice education on students’ knowledge of their positionality. I 
hypothesized that students would increase their awareness of personal bias and positionality 
through these social justice concentrated lessons.  
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Chapter III 
Method 
With a global focus on cultural differences, it is imperative that school-aged children in 
the U.S. are given the tools to engage in conversations about race and societal inequities. These 
conversations, when centered around students’ awareness of themselves, give students the 
opportunity to recognize the humanity of themselves and others, guiding them to become 
someone who enacts change in themselves and their community (hooks, 2003). It has been 
reported that due to the fact that the United States is moving towards collaborative and diverse 
work environments, social justice integration partnered with college and career readiness is 
essential for students and can be utilized as the lens through which these standards are taught 
(Dover, 2013). To meet the goal of increased awareness, educators must lead youth towards the 
creation of anti-bias attitudes which denote an active approach to challenging prejudice, 
stereotyping, bias, and the “isms” (Louise Derman-Sparks’, 1989). As stated by hooks (1994), 
“More than ever before in the recent history of this nation, educators are compelled to confront 
the biases that have shaped teaching practices in our society and to create new ways of knowing, 
different strategies for the sharing of knowledge” (p. 12). It is critical for both students and 
teachers to be involved in the process of socially conscious curriculum, and the power that comes 
from integrating personal narratives and prior experiences. These sentiments correlate with the 
notion of culturally responsive teaching which is based on the assumption that when academic 
knowledge and skills are integrated within the lived experiences of students, the knowledge 
becomes personally meaningful, more appealing, and is retained thoroughly (Gay, 2000). 
Educational Theorist John Dewey emphasized the importance of integrating both the curriculum 
and experiential education. Dewey (1938) believed that it was essential for education to blend 
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our nation’s cultural heritage and the current problems of a changing society. He further 
explained that it is imperative for students to be given the opportunity to connect both the outside 
world to the content of the classroom to aid in a student’s exploration of purpose and an 
increased sense of connection (Dewey, 1938). This approach to teaching deals directly with 
controversy and sensitive topics, ranging from race and ethnicity, to gender and class. These 
components have direct implications for teaching and learning and can be integrated into every 
subject taught in schools (Gay, 2000).   
This action research project was designed to investigate if fourth grade students will 
become more aware of their personal bias and feel more connected to their peers and teachers 
through the implementation of concentrated thematic social justice units. My hope was to not 
only strengthen my students’ understanding of bias and systemic oppression but enable them to 
develop deeper relationships with their classmates and realize that they are agents of change. 
While I have previously taught social justice lessons in the past, I aimed to take a systematic 
research-based approach to this process. As previously noted, it was my hope to empower my 
students through the four social justice domains created by Teaching Tolerance: Identity, 
Diversity, Justice, and Action (Teaching Tolerance, 2016) to disrupt bias and increase their sense 
of belonging. With this lens, social justice curriculum can be seen as an intervention strategy as 
opposed to an instructional approach. Due to the increased scope of research-based benefits of 
social justice curriculum (Cho, 2017), it is my belief that its involvement has the potential to 
transfigure students towards their peers and others unlike them, while also enabling them to 
recognize their value towards systemic change. 
The action research question for this study was: How will the explicit teaching of 
concentrated thematic social justice units through the use of established social justice standards 
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increase 4th grade students’ awareness of personal bias and individual identity? The expectation 
was that through actively engaging in and reflecting upon their personal bias and individual 
identity, students will increase their sense of belonging within our classroom community and 
understand their global responsibility in the 21st century. It was my hope that through these 
concentrated social justice lessons, students increase their overall connection towards school and 
deepen their understanding of personal bias. Prior research has confirmed that when students feel 
an increased sense of belonging, they are more successful in demonstrating the cognitive 
requirements of school and maintaining that success as they move towards adulthood (Bouchard 
& Berg, 2017). Researcher Allen (1997) also found that when teachers assume students are 
unaware of bias in learning materials, students will eventually learn to deny the existence of bias 
in materials and passively accept these implicant social meanings. 
Setting 
 The elementary school in which this study took place was located in a suburban small-
sized city in Northern California. Suburban, in this case, is defined by Merriam-Webster as a 
smaller community adjacent to or within commuting distance of a city. The campus resided in a 
neighborhood with a combination of wealth and low-income housing. The location provides a 
perfect setting for close to 650 transitional kindergarteners through fifth graders. Teachers are 
spread out among campus in 26 classrooms and portables, alongside a multipurpose room, 
computer lab, library, and science lab. The school’s demographic is comprised of great diversity 
with several distinct ethnicities including South and East Asian, Latinx, African American, 
African, Caucasian, Pacific Islander and Native American students. Many of the students are 
learning English as a second or even third language with a portion of the family population 
speaking over 15 different home and school languages.  
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 School enrollment at the time of the study indicated a total of over 650 TK-5th grade 
students. The racial and ethnic makeup of the school was as follows: Asian (50.5%), White or 
Caucasian (23.7%), Hispanic or Latino (13.6%), Two or More Races (7.5%), Filipino (3.2%), 
Black or African American (0.9%), and Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (0.5%). School 
enrollment indicated that 17.8% of the students were classified as English Language Learners 
(ELLs), while 4.7% of all students were reported to have learning disabilities. The proficiency 
levels of the ELLs, as determined by the 2018 California English Language Development Test 
(CELDT) were 70.6% well developed, 21% moderately developed, 6.7% somewhat developed, 
1.7% beginning stage.  
 Student achievement results from the 2017-2018 California Assessment of Student 
Performance and Progress (CAASPP) showed that 77.15% of students in grades three through 
five were meeting or exceeding the state standards for English Language Arts (ELA), and 
71.95% of third through fifth grade students were meeting or exceeding state standards for 
mathematics.  
 In regard to the school’s teacher and staff population, roughly 30 teachers held a valid 
credential at the time of the study, with one teacher without a credential. All teachers are 
teaching within their subject areas of competence. A large majority of the teacher and para 
educator staff were female-identified with less than 0.1% of staff members being male identified. 
Over 97% of the staff is White or Caucasian, with the other members being African American, 
Asian, and Latinx.  
Demographics of the Classroom 
 The participants were drawn from the general education fourth-grade class that I taught 
during the 2019-20 academic year. All of the 29 students enrolled in the class were invited to 
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participate in this action research project. However, data from three students were not included in 
this study. One student moved away at the start of the study. Another was new to the U.S. and 
spoke and understood limited English. Although the assessments and journal entry questions 
were translated for the student, they were unable to fully participate during class discussions or 
understand all texts during read alouds. A third learner joined the class during the study and 
missed all initial lessons and pre-assessment. Intervention activities and assessments were 
implemented with all students, but only data from the 26 participants (89%) were included in this 
study.  
 Of the 26 participants, fifteen identified as female (58%) and eleven identified as male 
(42%). Their ages ranged from nine to ten years old at the time of the study. The racial and 
ethnic makeup of the participants were as follows: 58% Asian (Filipino and Asian Indian), 27% 
White or Caucasian, 12% Hispanic or Latino, and 3% Mixed-Race. Ten participants (38%) were 
classified as ELLs, five of which were redesignated fluent English proficient, with the other five 
being English learners. Three percent of participants received services from the Special 
Education Department (SPED), with an additional three percent holding a 504. A 504 plan is 
developed for any student, with an identified disability under law, to ensure they receive the 
accommodations needed within an elementary or secondary educational institution. Forty-six 
percent of participants received academic support from the Response to Intervention (RTI) 
Team, consisting of English language support, Barton, Read Naturally, Rainbow Room, and 
Math Intervention. With a heavy district focus on designated intervention time each day, a large 
number of students receive these services. The RTI team supports students’ academic and social 
needs through individual and small group push-in and pullout sessions. These data show that the 
class demographics do not reflect school data in terms of the disproportionately high number of 
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English language learners. A potential implication of these differences was that the participants’ 
awareness of their positionality might have been more challenging to strengthen within the 
classroom’s setting. 
Data Collection Strategies 
 In order to determine the effect of participation in concentrated thematic social justice 
lessons on one’s awareness of their positionality, a variety of data collection strategies were used 
throughout this study. The pre-post intervention Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade (see 
see Appendix B) offered qualitative data. One side asked students to define in their own words 
various social justice key terms. On the back, the students were asked a variety of questions 
regarding their positionality that were based on the social justice standards for students in upper 
elementary. Qualitative data was also collected in the form of the researcher’s observational field 
notes (see Appendix C), along with students’ social justice journal entries.  
 Social justice assessment for fourth grade. This pre-post Social Justice Assessment for 
Fourth Grade (see Appendix B) was a qualitative tool I designed for participants to self-assess 
their own positionality and knowledge of social justice terms. I designed an eight section 
vocabulary portion at the start to gauge students’ understanding of social justice terms, with five 
open ended positionality questions at the end for participants to share their feelings regarding the 
similarities and differences they seem themselves having with their peers and how they respond 
to injustices.  
For the vocabulary section, students were given eight words and a space to curate their 
own definitions for each word. The words selected were social justice, power, identity, race, 
bias, social change, culture, and privilege. Understanding of these terms will be assessed in the 
pre-post assessment utilizing a Likert type scale (see Appendix E). Students were assessed from 
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“No Knowledge” to “Superior Knowledge” based on their written definition of each term. 
Additionally, students were assessed on their growth over time of these social justice terms, as 
they are integrated into the intervention lessons and journal entry prompt questions. Furthermore, 
the survey included five open-ended questions at the end for participants to reflect upon their 
viewings of themselves in relation to their peers, the power they hold to step in when injustice 
occurs, and what amazing attributes they possess. These questions were based around the 
Teaching Tolerance standards for upper elementary students. Prompts surrounding identity 
included: “How am I the same as other people?”. Another prompt on the survey surrounding 
social change was “How do I know when other people are being treated unfairly?” Answers to 
these questions were analyzed and compared before and after the intervention to determine if the 
social justice curriculum had made an impact on participants’ knowledge of their positionality.  
Observational Field Notes. Throughout the study I kept a log of detailed field notes on a 
clipboard (see Appendix C), that I would write every few minutes throughout each lesson. By 
hand writing the notes as the learning took place, I was able to make a note of comments made in 
the moment without forgetting them later on.  
The notes detailed what part of the social justice unit had been explored in class that day 
(for example, learning about diversity and privilege through child stories of immigration) and 
how students engaged with this activity. Student attitudes and behaviors, quotes, any unexpected 
events, and my personal questions and wonderings were recorded in these notes. Moreover, I 
kept track of which participants were not present for each social justice activity and reasons were 
recorded for each absence. At the end of the study, these notes and observations were analyzed 
qualitatively to determine trends, themes, and substantial occurrences. 
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Social justice journal entries. At the end of each lesson, students were asked to respond 
to an open-ended journal entry prompt based on the Teaching Tolerance social justice standards 
for upper elementary students. The questions were divided amongst the four domains and 
examined regarding students’ positionality: identity, diversity, justice, and action. Prompts that 
focused on student identity included, “How am I the same as other people? How am I different.” 
Prompts that investigated diversity included the exact question, “How would you define 
someone’s culture?” Students were also asked to explore their ability to create change through 
justice, which included questions such as, “How can we make our school and community fair for 
everyone?” Finally, students were given a chance to think about what can be done through 
action, which included questions such as, “What can you do to bring about social change?”  
Procedures 
 The study took place over eight school weeks between January and early March. The 
study consisted of three phases: the pre-intervention phase (one week), the intervention phase 
(six weeks), and the post-intervention phase (one week). During the first phase the initial Social 
Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade (see Appendix B) was administered in order to gather pre-
intervention baseline data. Once baseline data was gathered, the social justice intervention phase 
was introduced.  
 The intervention consisted of guiding participants through thematic and concentrated 
social justice lessons by following the Teaching Tolerance anchor standards and domains (see 
Appendix A) developed by the Southern Poverty Law Center and founded in 1991. At the end of 
the study, students completed the post Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade (see Appendix 
B).  
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 Pre-intervention. All 26 students in my fourth-grade class participated in this study. 
Each family was given a parental information letter giving insight into the purpose of the study 
and its context. Once the students were informed of the study, participants took the pre-
intervention Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade (see Appendix B). This baseline 
assessment was used to illuminate students’ sense of positionality. Based on this data, target 
students were identified who demonstrated disconnection (a lack of participation) and limited 
knowledge of their positionality. These were students I made a point to observe closely during 
social justice learning and activities and write about in the observation protocol. The four social 
justice themes of identity, diversity, justice, and action were chosen prior to beginning the 
intervention, and each of these was examined over a two-week period.  
 Intervention. During the eight-week intervention, participants went through four two-
week phases of social justice learning. Each two-week phase focused on a different theme and 
was always woven together with previously learned themes and concepts.  I looked to the 
Teaching Tolerance Social Justice Framework to guide my students through these thematic 
lessons. Each lesson began with an activity or read aloud to introduce the theme of the day. After 
students participated in the activity, the students were granted a chance to debrief either whole 
class or in small groups of their peers. There were three 45-minute social justice lessons 
conducted per week on Monday, Thursday, and Friday mornings. Social justice lessons were led 
during regular social studies, technology, read aloud, and social emotional curricula timeslots, 
depending on the content of the activity. During the lessons and activities students would use 
their social justice journals in a variety of ways including taking notes, brainstorming ideas, 
creating artwork pieces, and responding to reflection questions (see Appendix D). 
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Approximately three times a week I recorded field notes into an observation protocol sheet to 
note what transpired during lessons and activities, as well as record my thoughts and wonderings. 
The lessons were formed around the Teaching Tolerance four social justice anchor 
standards and domains (see Appendix A) as a guide for how to best structure social justice in 
developmentally appropriate and student-centered ways. The standards were divided into four 
categories: identity, diversity, justice, and action (Teaching Tolerance, 2016). A key component 
of social justice curriculum is student voice, so it was imperative that students felt empowered 
and comfortable sharing what was on their minds. My role was the facilitator who worked to 
make the students’ perspectives broaden as additional viewpoints and experiences were brought 
to life. Students shared personal experiences and reflected on the perspectives of their peers as 
they looked to the future to think about what they might do as they continue to grow into justice-
oriented citizens. 
During the beginning of each session of social justice learning, students spent time 
learning about the themes of identity, diversity, justice, and action through read alouds, news 
articles, video clips, and online resources. Although the themes varied from week to week, each 
lesson began with a review of the learning that took place during the previous lesson and a read 
aloud highlighting that lesson’s focus. Each read aloud included prompted questions where 
students would have an opportunity to verbally respond to the class, turn and talk to a neighbor, 
or think about where their mind was resting on a Courageous Conversations Compass. (see 
Appendix F). This compass is a tool created by the Pacific Education Group that allows a 
participant or group of participants to really dive deep into where they are mentally during 
conversations and visually see if that differs from where others are around them. The four 
quadrants of the compass are thinking, believing, acting, or feeling. All lessons incorporated the 
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courageous conversations compass, allowing students to see a visual representation of where 
they were in relation to that day’s theme and the location of their peers.  
Each of the four targeted themes was given two weeks, having students dive into the 
domain for that duration. A large majority of the lessons were created by Teaching Tolerance, an 
online and print platform that offers social justice curricula to K-12 educators. These lessons 
fused together grade level outcomes and anti-bias scenarios. An overview of the unit, including 
the progression of lessons and student objectives is included  (see Appendix G). 
 Post-intervention. The last week of the study was devoted to administering the post-
study Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade for a second time to all participants (see 
Appendix B). Each participants’ survey data were analyzed and compared with their data from 
the pre-study survey to assess the degree to which their sense of positionality had changed at the 
competition of the study.  
Plan for Data Analysis 
 Each data source was collected to address the following research question: How will the 
explicit teaching of concentrated thematic social justice units through the use of established 
social justice standards increase fourth grade students’ awareness of their positionality? 
Participants took a pre-post Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade (see Appendix B). 
Additionally, I kept a log of researcher observational field notes (see Appendix C) via an 
Observation Protocol document and wrote notes after social justice activities took place at least 
three times a week over the course of the study. These methods served to triangulate the data 
sources, which allowed for multiple viewpoints to consider when interpreting results. 
Triangulation can more accurately reveal how participation in social justice learning affected the 
positionality of the participants. 
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 Quantitative analysis was used for the results from the 13 Likert-type statements from the 
pre-post Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade. For baseline data, the initial Social Justice 
Assessment for Fourth Grade was analyzed for individual participants to showcase their 
positionality awareness and their knowledge of social justice terms. On the assessment numerical 
values had been assigned to each social justice definition response as follows: “No Knowledge” 
(1), “Minimal Knowledge” (2), “Average Knowledge” (3), “Above Average Knowledge” (4), 
and “Superior Knowledge” (5). Numerical values were also assigned for the free response 
portion of the assessment as follows: “No Knowledge” (1), “Minimal Knowledge” (2), “Average 
Knowledge” (3), and “Superior Knowledge” (4). Student responses were coded accordingly. A 
total sum score was applied to each subsection, giving a total score for each participant’s 
knowledge of social justice terms and a total score for overall positionality awareness. The same 
descriptive statistical analysis was repeated for the post-intervention Social Justice Assessment 
for Fourth Grade. Like sections were then compared for individual students and as a whole group 
for any differences in the scores from the pre-post assessment. 
Qualitative analysis was conducted on the Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade 
and data that emerged from the researcher field notes and student journal responses. These data 
were coded and analyzed for themes and trends that naturally emerged. When reviewing the 
researcher field notes, I looked for data that showed the ways in which participants engaged 
within the social justice learning process and potentially led them to increase their positionality 
awareness. As I examined observational field notes and journal entry responses, I searched for 
times in which participants mentioned being affected by the social justice learning. Similarities, 
differences and patterns were identified within and across instruments to provide analysis of 
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study results regarding the impact of social justice learning on fourth grader’s positionality 
awareness.   
Summary 
 The aim of this action research study was to investigate the effect of social justice units 
on fourth grade students’ awareness of their positionality. I had noticed that some students at the 
school site appeared to be disconnected from their education from an early age, and I hoped to 
find an intervention strategy that would increase students’ awareness of their positionality. The 
social justice intervention took place over eight weeks and was split into four themes. Each of 
the themes- identity, diversity, action, and justice- was given two weeks of concentrated lessons 
and activities. Participants discussed, read, and reflected upon social justice during each theme. I 
measured participants’ awareness of their positionality through the Social Justice Assessment for 
Fourth Grade (see Appendix B), researcher observational field notes (see Appendix C), student 
social justice journal entries (see Appendix D). 
 This chapter introduced the setting of my action research, the participants, the 
triangulation of data from the instruments used to collect participant responses, the procedures 
used to implement the intervention, and the methods used to collect and analyze data. The next 
chapter discusses the data that was collected from the study and its analysis. 
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Chapter IV 
Findings 
 The purpose of this action research project was to investigate if fourth grade students would 
become more aware of their personal bias and feel more connected to their peers and teachers 
through the implementation of concentrated thematic social justice units. Hence, the action 
research question was: How will the explicit teaching of concentrated thematic social justice units 
through the use of established social justice standards increase fourth grade students’ awareness 
of their positionality? In my teaching experience at the school site, prior to conducting this inquiry, 
I have noticed many students exhibiting a lack of awareness of their positionality, and the school 
has struggled to promote a sense of community. I attributed these behaviors to a variety of factors 
including the current demands for teachers to ensure that students meet academic standards, the 
cultural disconnect some students experience between home and school, the lack of resources 
provided for teachers to present diverse lessons and literature to their students. 
 A review of the literature suggests that the most essential factor that aids students in 
increasing their awareness of positionality is the implementation of curriculum that values all 
student and educator experiences (Carolissen, et. al, 2011; Cho, 2017). Additional factors include 
classrooms featuring a holistic model of teaching where the teacher displays vulnerability while 
encouraging students to take risks (hooks, 1994). Finally, social justice instruction has been shown 
to be transformational for marginalized students as it instills values of socioeconomic equality, 
cultivates the development of critical social consciousness, and aids in dismantling oppressive 
structures (Thawani, 2014).  
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Overview of Methods and Data Collection 
Data were collected over an eight-week period for this action research project. For the 
purpose of this intervention, I utilized the Teaching Tolerance curriculum to create concentrated 
and thematic social justice lessons. I collected data through three sources: a) Pre-Post Social 
Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade b) Researcher Observational Notes and c) Student Journal 
Entries. Each method of data collection aided me in determining the effects of social justice 
instruction on students’ awareness of their positionality. 
The study consisted of a pre-intervention phase (one week), an intervention phase (6 
weeks), and a post-intervention phase (one week). During the pre-intervention phase, the initial 
Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade (see Appendix B) was administered to participants in 
order to gather baseline data. Once baseline data was gathered, the social justice intervention 
phase was implemented. This involved guiding participants through the four thematic social 
justice units by following the Teaching Tolerance anchor standards and domains (see Appendix 
A).   
During the intervention phase, participants explored the themes of identity, diversity, 
justice, and action through read-aloud texts, discussions, and activities. The social justice read 
alouds, lessons, and activities were conducted during two 45-minute sessions per week. 
Independent from teacher instruction or guidance, the students created and implemented a 
service-learning project. Four shorter 15-minute work periods were utilized for this service-
learning project addition. Data collection during the intervention phase consisted of a log of 
researcher observational notes (see Appendix C) where I recorded observations regarding student 
engagement and interactions, notable quotes, and any unexpected or surprising events that 
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occurred. Field notes were recorded during each intervention session. At the end of the study, all 
participants completed the final Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade. 
Demographics of the Participants 
 Participants for this action research study were drawn from my general education fourth-
grade class during the 2019-20 academic year. All of the 29 students enrolled in the class were 
invited to participate in this action research project and 26 (89%) were included as participants. 
Of the 26 participants, fifteen identified as female (58%) and eleven identified as male (42%). 
Their ages ranged from nine to ten years old. The racial and ethnic makeup of the participants 
was as follows: 58% Asian (Filipino and Asian Indian), 27% White or Caucasian, 12% Hispanic 
or Latino, and 3% Mixed-Race. Ten participants (38%) were classified as ELLs. Moreover, 3% 
of the participants received services from the Special Education Department (SPED), with an 
additional three percent holding a 504 plan. Additionally, forty-six percent of participants 
received academic support from the Response to Intervention (RTI) Team.  
Analysis of Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade 
 The Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade (see Appendix B) was given pre-and 
post-intervention to measure students’ awareness of their own positionality and knowledge of 
social justice terms. Participants submitted a written response to eight vocabulary terms and five 
open-ended questions related to the Teaching Tolerance social justice standards for upper 
elementary students. The eight social justice vocabulary responses were analyzed using a Likert-
type 5-point scale that ranged from “Superior Knowledge” (5 points) to “No Knowledge” (1 
point). There was also an option that read “Average Knowledge” (3 points). The five open-ended 
questions on the backside of the assessment were analyzed using a Likert-type 4-point scale that 
ranged from “Superior Knowledge” (4 points) to “No Knowledge” (1 point). There was also an 
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option that read “Minimal Knowledge” (2 points). The results were analyzed in three ways: 
overall assessment scores, social justice definition scores, and social justice free response scores.   
Figure 1 demonstrates the overall assessment scores for all participants’ (N=26) 
responses pre- and post- intervention. The data reveals that, as a whole, participants increased 
their awareness of their positionality. 
 As indicated in Figure 1, a majority of participants (97%) demonstrated an increase in 
understanding of social justice terms and awareness of their positionality, with one student (3%) 
showcasing no change in their pre-post assessment score. Additionally, the five participants 
(students 9, 19, 21, 25 and 26) who demonstrated the lowest positionality awareness as reported 
by the pre- study assessment all demonstrated an increase in their positionality understanding 
when looking at the post-study assessment results. These five participants had a score range of 
16 to 23 on the pre-study assessment and a score range of 29 to 48 on the post- study assessment.  
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 Figure 2 demonstrates the overall scores for the social justice definition portion of the 
assessment for each participant pre- and post- intervention. This figure shows that the majority of 
participants (96%) revealed an overall increase in their understanding of social justice terms 
during the course of the study, with the one most disconnected participant, through a lack of 
participation in the social justice learning and the lowest score on the pre assessment, making no 
change in their social justice vocabulary understanding. Figure 3 showcases the overall scores for 
the social justice free response portion of the assessment for each participant pre- and post- 
intervention. This figure shows that the majority of participants (84%) revealed an overall 
increase in their awareness of their positionality as demonstrated through free response questions 
based on the Social Justice Anchor Standards and Domains (see Appendix A). 
Figure 2 shows the overall score for each participant from their responses to all eight 
social justice terms in the social justice assessment. When comparing pre- and post- intervention 
results, a majority of the participants demonstrated an increase in their overall understanding of 
the social justice terms. One participant (3%) decreased their understanding of these social 
justice terms. Notably, the four participants (students 3, 9, 19, and 25) who demonstrated the 
lowest understanding of social justice terms as reported by the pre-intervention assessment all 
demonstrated an increase in their understanding of social justice vocabulary when looking at the 
post-intervention assessment results. These four participants had a score range of 8 to 11 on the 
pre-intervention assessment and a score range of 16 to 32 on the post-intervention assessment. 
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 Figure 3 analyzes these data further, showing the overall score for each participant from 
their responses to all five free response questions in the social justice assessment. When 
comparing pre- and post- intervention results, a majority of the participants demonstrated an 
increase in their overall understanding of their positionality. Twenty-two participants (85%) 
increased their overall awareness of their positionality, one participant (3%) showed no change, 
and three participants (12%) decreased their overall understanding of their positionality. Notably, 
four participants (students 10, 19, 25, and 26) who demonstrated the lowest understanding of 
their positionality as reported by the pre-study free response questions demonstrated an increase 
in their positionality understanding when looking at the post-study assessment results. These four 
participants had a score range of 6 to 8 on the pre-study free response questions and a score 
range of 9 to 15 on the post-study free response questions.  
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 This qualitative data supports the idea that involving fourth grade students in 
concentrated social justice lessons aids them in strengthening their awareness of their 
positionality. The participants’ overall assessment scores for their understanding of their 
positionality improved, showing that the participant pool, as a whole, was positively affected by 
the social justice intervention. In the following section, the student journal entries are analyzed to 
provide qualitative data. 
Analysis of Researcher Observational Notes 
 The researcher observational notes were handwritten (see Appendix C) after the social 
justice lessons and activities were conducted twice a week. I recorded notes regarding the lesson 
plan, notable and unexpected events, participant engagement, and quotes shared by participants. 
There were eight recorded entries in all, each one, two pages in length. The entries were coded so 
that qualitative data could be utilized to investigate the action research question, and a variety of 
themes emerged. Notable themes included: engagement within social justice activities, 
49 
substantial participant quotes regarding their experiences, and the strengthening of students’ 
understanding of their positionality. 
 Table 1 showcases three prominent themes: engagement within social justice activities, 
moments that strengthened students’ understanding of their positionality, and quotes that speak 
to the power of social justice curriculum. The examples provided demonstrate how the 
intervention strategy, social justice curriculum, worked to deepen students’ understanding of 
their positionality (pseudonyms are used to protect the anonymity of the participants). For 
example, the students and I read A House for Everyone by Jo Hirst that highlights identity and 
gender expression. After reading the text, the students and I had a discussion on gender 
stereotypes and the assumptions that are placed on each gender. During the activity, one student 
mentioned: 
That must be so hard to be a boy on the inside and a girl on the outside. I mean, 
physically a boy but feel more connected to the girlier side. Everyone should be able to 
be exactly who they want to be. (Student 5, Week 4) 
This quote demonstrates that although this subject may have been new to the participants as a 
whole, they could still empathize with the pain of not being true to your own identity. Another 
example occurred after the students and I read Malala’s Magic Pencil written by Malala 
Yousafzai and discussed the power one person can have. I noted that “it was during this week 
that the students decided to raise money for Australia due to their recent fires. The students 
organized as a class without teacher help, created posters during the morning meeting and placed 
them around campus. They went to each classroom explaining why they are raising money. In 
seven days, they raised $516.” This showcased the willingness these students had to make a 
difference in a community different than their own through a service project. This is yet another 
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example that demonstrates how the social justice intervention allowed participants to develop 
deep understandings of their positionality and the power they have to truly make a difference.  
 
Analysis of Student Journal Entries 
 The student journal entries were written by all participants once per week throughout the 
intervention. Participants were asked eight questions from the journal entry prompts (see 
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Appendix D) regarding their experiences in the social justice lessons and to spark reflection 
regarding the action research question. The results were coded to investigate common themes in 
responses. Those themes were: positive emotions evoked by social justice learning, reflecting on 
social justice assignments (including read alouds and the Australia Relief service-learning 
project), and examples of how students had developed a stronger understanding of their 
positionality. 
 Table 2 showcases the four social justice domains that are incorporated into the action 
research question by providing a sample of responses to four questions. The questions asked 
participants to consider if they understand their positionality before, during, and after 
participating in eight weeks of social justice learning. For example, when asked what part of 
themselves participants felt most proud of and why, student three replied, “I am most proud of 
my language because it’s one of the oldest languages in the world. I’m also proud of it ‘cause it’s 
very diverse.” All participants were able to name at least one part of themselves that they were 
proud of, with twenty-one out of twenty-six able to name a reason why they hold pride in this 
area.  
Moreover, when asked how participants know when other people are being treated 
unfairly, all twenty-six participants were able to respond to the prompt. One example was shared 
by Student one, “I can hear the bad words. I can see and I can feel their emotions.” This 
particular student’s response differed from a majority of the other participants’ because they 
referenced the emotional distress, they would feel personally from watching someone being 
mistreated. Most other participants noted that someone being mistreated would look sad and 
upset. When asked how participants can be proud of who they are and celebrate others, twenty-
five out of twenty-six participants replied with positive responses. One example was provided by 
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Student 14, “Finding all the things that we are all good at (including yourself) and celebrate it.” 
Student five shared, “I am more and nobody can change me.” 
 It is also important to report and analyze responses to the social justice journal entry 
prompts that were neutral or unrelated in relation to the effects of the social justice intervention. 
For example, when asked how they can be proud of who they are and celebrate others one 
participant responded,” having birthday parties.” It appears that this student understands the 
concept of inclusion and creating a welcoming environment but was unsure of the ways in which 
they can celebrate those around them. It is probably that this student already had a positive view 
of personal celebrations before the intervention began.  
 Additionally, when asked why they are an amazing, unique, and powerful individual one 
student responded, “I play Minecraft.” This participant, who was the only student to not 
demonstrate growth in terms of pre-post assessment results, demonstrated growth in the free 
response portion, however their statement here shows that they felt attached to their Minecraft 
skillset. It is highly likely that the participant plays Minecraft regularly and associates this video 
game to their personal identity. 
 Moreover, one participant shared that they can celebrate others “by clapping when they 
do good things”. I believe that this points to a need for external praise for confirmation of a job 
well done. Overall, these neutral and unrelated statements regarding the social justice 
intervention and its effect on participants’ understanding of their positionality give a glimpse into 
the minds of bustling fourth graders who bring personal and family experiences with them as 
they move through the world and interact with people of various backgrounds. Also, each of 
these participants had positive responses on many portions of the social justice intervention, 
showing that even though they reported neutral or unrelated responses in the journal entry 
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prompts, there still were positive learning experiences that impacted some component of their 
positionality understanding. 
 The qualitative data provided by the participants (N=26) in student journal entries 
demonstrates that the majority of the students developed a stronger understanding of their 
positionality due to the social justice intervention. Table 2 is included below, providing a larger 
sample of participant responses to the prompts that address the action research question in this 
study. 
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Summary 
 The purpose of the action research project was to determine the effect of social justice 
learning on fourth grade students’ understanding of their positionality. An intervention consisting 
of concentrated social justice lessons was implemented for eight weeks. Three data gathering 
strategies were utilized to examine the effect of the intervention of participants’ understanding of 
their positionality: a pre-post Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade, researcher 
observational field notes, and journal entry prompts.  
 Quantitative data were collected by means of the pre-post social justice assessment, and 
qualitative data were collected both through the researcher field notes and journal entry prompts.  
When synthesizing the data provided by these three sources, I determined that overall, the fourth-
grade participants of this study demonstrated a stronger understanding of their positionality after 
the social justice intervention.  
 In Chapter Five, I discuss the results of this study. Results are compared and contrasted to 
studies discussed in the literature review and I explore the implications of this action research 
study. Chapter Five will conclude with plans for my future work as a transformative teacher 
leader as a result of implementing this project.  
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Chapter V 
Conclusions 
 In this changing and diverse world, teachers hold a critical role in assuring an equitable 
learning environment within the classroom (US Department of Education, 2016). Educators must 
find authentic, research-based ways to support diverse learners by helping them develop their 
personal identity and strengthen their positionality awareness. As hooks (2003) states in her book 
Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope, social justice instruction encourages students to 
think critically and promote change within themselves and their communities. With this in mind, 
schools must work towards aiding students in the development of their personal identity, while 
creating opportunities for activism. Once these experiences have been incorporated, students 
should be capable of facilitating social change within their community. 
 In the fourth-grade classroom where this action research project was conducted, students 
shared statements such as, “That’s girly!” and “I’ve heard that people from there are strange!” 
These statements demonstrated that some students felt inexperienced interacting with others of 
differing backgrounds. Other consequent observations at the school site validated the sentiment 
these students had, which led me to conclude that something considerable was being neglected in 
these students’ academic and social lives. This is what launched me to begin this action research 
project. 
 Social justice was chosen as the intervention strategy to be investigated due to a number 
of factors. Strikingly, research demonstrated that when learning and new academic skills are 
positioned within a student’s lived experience, that learning becomes increasingly meaningful 
and relevant. Students of color have been taught to separate themselves from their personal 
cultures and identities, instead of leaning into European American cultural norms (Gay, 2000). 
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This places students in a position of disequilibrium as they are forced to master academic tasks 
while functioning under unfamiliar cultural norms (Gay, 2002). Furthermore, I had experienced 
the positive benefits of social justice learning through personal experience both as a black 
women practitioner and an informed citizen. For that reason, I believe that exposing fourth grade 
students to social justice instruction would empower them to feel connected to their individual 
positionality (bias, power, privilege, identity). Consequently, the action research question 
investigated was: How will the explicit teaching of concentrated thematic social justice units 
through the use of established social justice standards increase fourth grade students’ awareness 
of their positionality? 
Chapter IV presented the findings from the triangulation of data gathered during the 
action research investigation. These data show that the social justice intervention was able to 
strengthen participants’ awareness of their positionality. This chapter is organized into the 
following five sections: summary of findings, interpretation of findings, limitations, summary, 
and plan for future action. This first section, the summary of findings, focuses on the data from 
the three measured sources: the social justice assessment for fourth grade, researcher 
observational field notes, and journal entry prompts. The next section provides an interpretation 
of the findings, and I elucidate three key themes that emerged from the findings. The third 
section will explain the limitations of this action research study, while the fourth section gives a 
concise summary of the entire action research project. The fifth and final section examines the 
possible future actions I will pursue in response to this action research project. 
Summary of Findings 
 A mixed-methods approach was utilized to examine the effects of social justice 
instruction on the fourth-grade study participants. Three instruments were used to measure 
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participants’ awareness of positionality throughout the duration of the study. The instruments 
were a pre- and post-intervention Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade (see Appendix B), 
researcher observational field notes (see Appendix C), and journal entry prompts (see Appendix 
D). All students in my general education fourth grade class were invited to participate (N=29); 
however, only data from participants who completed the study, were able to understand the 
content, and were present for the study in its entirety (n=26) were included. 
 Pre-intervention data were collected via the pre-intervention Social Justice Assessment 
for Fourth Grade. The social justice intervention was implemented over eight weeks, in four 
phases, each one lasting two weeks in length. The first phase, focused on participants learning 
about identity, while the second phase was focused on lessons surrounding diversity. In the third 
phase participants were introduced to justice, with the fourth phase focused around action. 
During the intervention phase students completed journal entries and I reflected each week on 
handwritten observational field notes. Post-intervention data were collected from the post-
intervention Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade. 
 Social justice assessment for fourth grade. Analysis of the data obtained from the pre- 
and post- intervention Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade showcases that the 
participants, as a whole, increased their awareness of their positionality. These data show that 
participants increased the mean score across all sources of data for their positionality awareness 
by 41% (M=29 vs. 41).  
 Additionally, 97% of participants (n=25) demonstrated an increase in understanding of 
social justice terms and awareness of their positionality, with 3% of participants (n=1) 
showcasing no change in their pre-post assessment score. Moreover, the five participants (80%) 
who demonstrated the lowest positionality awareness as reported by the pre- study assessment all 
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demonstrated an increase in their positionality understanding when looking at the post-study 
assessment results. This further shows that, overall, the social justice intervention had positive 
effects on participants’ awareness of their positionality. 
 Researcher observational field notes. Three prominent themes emerged from the 
researcher observational field note data. These were: engagement within social justice activities, 
moments that strengthened students’ understanding of their positionality, and quotes that speak 
to the power of social justice curriculum (see Table 1).  
 Engagement within social justice activities was the most common theme, as the 
observational field notes were written after whole-class social justice activities and lessons had 
taken place. On 64 occasions I recorded instances in the field notes where the participants were 
authentically working together and engaging in deep conversations with their peers. Through the 
social justice intervention, participants were able to experience a variety of different read alouds 
for books such as Malala’s Magic Pencil, Separate is Never Equal, All Are Welcome, and A 
House for Everyone that helped shed light on a variety of social justice topics. These experiences 
exposed students to characters and moments that differed from their personal backgrounds in a 
safe and collaborative environment. 
 Moments that strengthened students’ understanding of their positionality was another 
common theme, as demonstrated by 42 recorded events in the observational field notes. The 
breadth of the unique activities the participants were able to take part in as a result of the social 
justice learning intervention was considerable. Participants took it upon themselves to organize a 
campus-wide fundraiser to aid in the relief efforts for Australia’s fires. From creating posters to 
public speaking in each classroom on campus, the participants were able to work towards a 
common goal independent of adult assistance. The action domain is one of the four pillars of this 
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social justice intervention, and the participants showcased their ability to make a difference, in 
the end raising $516 for Australia’s World Wildlife Foundation.  
 There were 13 times that I recorded quotes that speak to the power of social justice 
curriculum. These quotes reflected participants’ growth in awareness of their positionality as a 
result of participating in social justice instruction. As the intervention took place and participants 
became more aware about social inequities and different identities, they spoke candidly about 
their perspectives. After reading A House for Everyone by Jo Hirst, the participants and I had a 
class discussion on gender identity and expression. After questioning participants about the traits 
and assumptions given to each gender, one participant shared that it “must be so hard to be a boy 
on the inside and a girl on the outside.” Upon further reflection on gender stereotypes, a 
participant shared that “boys are supposed to be brave and tough, but I am terrified of heights 
and spiders.” This shows how powerful social justice instruction can be for fourth grade students. 
Student journal responses.  The most common theme that surfaced from student journal 
responses was the idea of being unique, which students often credited for their ability to stand up 
for social injustice. Unique was mentioned 34 times, comprising 16% of student responses. Two 
additional themes consistently mentioned by students were: believing in myself, mentioned 29 
times (14% of student responses) and comments related to family history and language, 
mentioned 22 times (10% of student responses). The latter consisted of students specifically 
describing their family’s heritage and the multiple languages they know how to speak. Since all 
students responded to the journal prompts, responses offered a full range of the participants’ 
experiences.  
This multi-methods study produced convincing data that demonstrated how fourth 
graders developed awareness of positionality as a result of their experience with social justice 
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learning. These data align with the findings in the reviewed literature. Studies conducted by 
Henderson (2009) and Thawani (2014) demonstrated that students who participated in social 
justice education showed an increased sense of empowerment and an opportunity to re-envision 
their identities. The data in this study further corroborated these findings.  
Interpretation of Findings 
 Based on a thorough analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data obtained from the 
strategies used during this action research project, I was able to derive the following conclusions: 
involving fourth grade students in social justice learning helps to strengthen their positionality 
awareness, increase their understanding of privilege, and have a stronger sense of personal 
identity. Compelling evidence from the data collected during this study allowed me to arrive at 
this conclusion. Results from the Social Justice Assessment for Fourth Grade, information 
recorded in my researcher observational field notes, and results from our student journal 
responses all justify this statement.  
Awareness of positionality. Participants grew their positionality awareness, which is a 
multifaceted component of an individual’s development, as they have direct implications for 
teaching and learning (Gay, 2002). The social justice learning process enabled participants to 
build relationships with other students and teachers, participate in deep and meaningful learning 
opportunities, and engage in conversations that brought students out of their comfort zones. 
Every classroom is filled with students from a variety of backgrounds and lived experiences. It is 
imperative for educators to make time and space for students to engage in conversations with one 
another that center around both differences and similarities and the power one has to enact 
change.  
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Henderson (2009) discovered that a low understanding of personal identity and 
compassion towards others can be attributed to the lack of social justice curriculum in the 
classroom. The data from this research study, which demonstrated that participants grew their 
positionality awareness, aligns with Henderson’s findings. Through this research study’s social 
justice lessons, the participants were able to gain additional insight on both themselves and their 
peers. Along with this, the students became empowered to jump into action through their own 
service-learning project. These experiences brought us together as a classroom community, 
likely strengthening students’ awareness of others within the school. 
Understanding of privilege. This intervention incorporated critically conscious 
curriculum as an instrument for teaching important information, values, and actions regarding 
ethnic and cultural diversity (Gay 2000). Through this, students heightened their understanding 
of privilege while learning within an educational system geared to valorize the experiences of the 
privileged (R. Carlissen, et. al, 2011). It is crucial for classroom spaces to implement curriculum 
and learning opportunities that value the experiences of participants.  
Thawani (2014) concluded that an increased understanding of privilege through social 
justice education gives students the tools to challenge the status quo and counter oppression in 
order to create societal change. The data from this research study, which showcased that students 
elevated their understanding of privilege through social justice integration, aligns with Thawani’s 
conclusions. Social justice education gave participants exposure to privilege and its effects. 
Students became more conscious of the privilege they carry and how it can be utilized to create 
positive societal change.  
Sense of personal identity. Participants showcased an increased sense of personal 
identity, which can have a longitudinal impact on students’ psychological wellbeing as overall 
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academic achievement (O’Neal & Cotton, 2016). The social justice intervention allowed 
participants to work with peers that they don’t naturally gravitate towards and engage in 
conversations that incorporated multiple perspectives. Through these conversations, students 
were introduced to multiple viewpoints surrounding identity, including gender expression, 
ethnicity, and culture. Students were exposed to individuals who identify in a variety of different 
ways and were encouraged to ask questions for any learning that was unfamiliar to them.  
Robertson (2008) concluded that students should be permitted to ask questions freely and 
engage in dialogue with a variety of different peers. The findings from this research study, which 
showcased that participants increased their overall sense of personal identity, connect with 
Robertson’s findings. Through this research study, participants’ identities were highlighted and 
discussed in depth both with peers and through personal journal entries. These moments of 
reflection likely strengthened students’ awareness of their internal and external identities.  
Participant characteristics. Another aspect of the data that was significant was that the 
intervention’s effect was strong for participants who initially reported on the pre-intervention 
assessment as having low awareness of their positionality and social justice terms. Their 
responses in class discussions and on the post-assessment demonstrated that they were engaged 
class members who found value in the social justice lessons and activities and gained new 
perspectives as they continued to grow their understanding. For instance, student 14 mentioned 
that we can celebrate others by “Finding all the things that we are good at (including yourself) 
and celebrate it.” This demonstrates that the most disconnected students find importance and a 
personal connection through social justice instruction. Increased research involving highly 
disconnected students should be conducted in the future to compare data. 
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The students within this research study come from a variety of different cultural 
backgrounds, socioeconomic levels, and experiences. Increased emphasis was placed on creating 
a positive classroom culture, as that leads directly into students’ creation of authentic 
relationships and diverse discussions (Banks & Banks, 1995; Tenorio, 2007). The participant 
responses showcased mutual respect and inclusive student voice.  
Limitations 
 This action research study took place over an eight-week period, making the limitation of 
time a significant constraint since the development of ones’ positionality takes a great deal of 
time to naturally develop (Kagan, et. al, 2020). A longitudinal study tracking students’ 
positionality awareness over multiple years as they repeatedly become involved in social justice 
instruction is recommended and would support more conclusive results. Additionally, the small 
sample size of 26 participants was also a limitation. Due to this small sample, the results cannot 
be generalized for outside populations or for students at other grade levels. 
 Furthermore, the themes of social justice examined identity, diversity, justice, and action, 
potentially provided limitations as these social components personally affected some of the 
participants. An emotional response could have been generated in these affected participants. It 
is possible that students who had been exposed to racial slurs previously or had experienced 
racial injustice had to overcome additional emotions and revisit their trauma in order to actively 
participate during the social justice activities. 
 In addition, I assumed the roles of both teacher and researcher, which could have affected 
students’ written and verbal responses along with their participation within the social justice 
learning, as well as the lawfulness of student responses in the assessments. Finally, the 
participants’ individual demographics and geographic location are limitations that can possibly 
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cause the results to be inimitable to schools with varying student populations or that are located 
in diverse geographic locations.  
Summary 
 Many of my fourth-grade students had been showcasing a lack of positionality awareness 
in their earlier educational lives. Research demonstrates that social justice instruction, when 
combined with lived experiences, empowers and enables students to re-envision their personal 
identities and transform their lives (Thawani, 2014). This is due in large part to social justice 
learning’s integration of critical social consciousness, the dismantlement of oppressive 
structures, and the integration of socioeconomic equality values. With this in mind, I aimed to 
address this problem through a thematic, systemic, research-based approach to investigate if I 
could help my students deepen their identity understanding and find true value in their education. 
Research has also highlighted that social justice integration grants students access to the 
tools needed to speak out against oppressive situations and vocabulary to challenge prejudice 
(Sparks, 1989). I had embarked on social justice learning with a population of lower elementary 
students in the past and had experienced the beneficial effects it produced for my students. 
Through this research project, I was aiming to shed light on the influence of conducting social 
justice learning with upper elementary-aged youth. 
The theoretical rationale of this research study integrated Geneva Gay’s (2000) culturally 
responsive teaching, hooks’ (2001) educational pedagogy, Adler’s (1939) motivational theory, 
and Dewey’s (1916) experiential theory to connect the project’s goals of increasing fourth 
grader’s positionality awareness through social justice instruction. Even from a young age, 
students have been guided towards separating themselves from their personal cultures while 
being educated within European American cultural norms. This subsequently places students in a 
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double jeopardy- having to demonstrate mastery of academic content while participating under 
unfamiliar cultural conditions (Gay, 2000).  After reviewing the related literature, I believed that 
social justice learning would be a transformative intervention for my fourth-grade students. I 
anticipated that fourth graders could grow awareness of their positionality as they developed as 
justice-oriented citizens and agents of change who valued diversity. 
The action research study was conducted over an eight-week period. Participants were 
involved in three phases of social justice learning to address positionality awareness. Following 
the pre-assessment, students completed four weeks of social justice instruction that focused on 
identity, diversity, justice, and action. Read aloud texts were utilized each week to bring in 
additional voices and paint a picture for the students on that week’s social justice focus. The 
students completed journal entries highlighting their thoughts and personal beliefs on the topics 
discussed and had a variety of opportunities to explore their personal identity and watch it evolve 
in complexity over the duration of the intervention. The students also took it upon themselves to 
organize and execute a service-learning project where they raised $516 dollars from across the 
school campus for Australia’s fire relief efforts. The social justice learning process gave 
participants a plethora of rich and empowering experiences around themselves and their 
classroom community. 
After a conscientious analysis of the triangulation of data sources, I was able to deduce 
that participants of this study increased their positionality awareness. Due to the limitations of 
this study, additional research involving elementary aged youth should be conducted to continue 
exploring how social justice learning affects their positionality awareness and influences their 
academic growth. 
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Plan for Future Action 
 Collectively, the results from this action research project showcased that involving fourth 
grade students in social justice instruction aids them in developing their positionality awareness. 
I plan on presenting my findings to district administration during the current school year. As a 
whole, the district is looking to incorporate thematic social justice instruction across the grade 
levels. I will continue to offer to partner with other educators who are looking to incorporate 
social justice instruction with their K-5 classes during the current school year. Through these 
efforts, I believe the district will continue to increase their social justice integration, effectively 
strengthening student identity and relationships. I will share this study’s results with district 
administration as I continue to advocate for more social justice to be conducted across the 
district’s schools. As a current member of the district’s elementary school justice leadership 
cohort, I work alongside other educators with the same mission of cultivating increased social 
justice instruction.  
Unfortunately, there is a large amount of fear associated with some of the topics 
discussed within social justice learning due to present and upcoming government policies. Many 
students and families fear for their personal safety and wellbeing in both their home and school 
environment due in part to a cultural disconnect between citizens of various groups. With this in 
mind, it is imperative to teach young children how to use their collective voice to become strong 
agents of change within their communities through social justice and advocacy. Its process not 
only guides students towards increased peer connections, but also centralizes their individual 
identity and adds value to the educational process. 
I am hopeful that my work in sharing the results of this study will encourage other 
educators in my school, district, and beyond to integrate social justice with students at varying 
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age levels. Looking at the gender breakdown, it was reported by the National Center for 
Educational Statistics that 77 percent of the nation's teachers are female identified (2015). This is 
increasingly relevant considering that the elementary and secondary educator workforce is 
overwhelmingly homogeneous with over 82 percent of educators being white. When combining 
both race and gender, it was also reported that only two percent of the teaching workforce 
nationwide are Black males (US Department of Education, 2016). I believe that this action 
research project showcases that social justice instruction can be an impactful intervention 
strategy for students of all backgrounds, who may never experience a teacher of color throughout 
their time in education. It is my hope that more research involving elementary students in social 
justice learning will be conducted so that more students can be exposed to topics surrounding 
race and social inequities. 
When taking into account Lin’s (2008) research regarding anti-bias curriculum and its 
emotional, intellectual, and social components, I had some powerful realizations about the design 
of my own study that will remain with me as I continue to guide students through social justice 
instruction. I was under the impression that many of the topics that I would be covering during 
my intervention would be new for my student population, possibly not aligning with some of the 
information that they had been given previously. For this reason, I structured the intervention of 
this study to first critically analyze oneself before exploring those around them. Additionally, I 
had a personal goal to aid my students in becoming social justice and advocacy-minded 
individuals with a lens for inequity and bias. During this action research study, I was unable to 
gauge whether or not students would step in to disrupt oppressive situations, however, I strongly 
believe that as a result of their engagement with this intervention, these students will step in as 
allies during situations of injustice. 
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The participants of this action research study were able to gain meaningful and inspiring 
experiences at an early age, propelling them to have a better chance at growing into justice-
minded citizens as they continue to be exposed to injustice within their community and hopefully 
take action to solve them. I have been happily amazed that during the most recent conversation 
surrounding character, seven of my students (24%) choose to focus on the gender identity being 
showcased in the text. Their remarks involved implicit bias placed on the text, and how the 
author chose to represent the gender identity of each character. These comments demonstrated 
that these students understood gender identity and carried limited bias towards the way others 
choose to live their identity. These students are the ones who will change the trajectory of our 
future, and although these remarks were made weeks after the research study was completed, I 
can tell that identity and positionality are still at the forefront of their minds. As these 
participants of this action research project increased awareness of their positionality, they 
became empowered citizens with an increased rigor to execute social change. Young people have 
a variety of insight and a powerful voice, and as an educator I now have an increased drive to 
empower any youth that crosses my path to become social justice minded agents of change 
within their communities and school environments.  
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Appendix E 
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Appendix F 
Courageous Conversation Compass 
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Appendix G 
Social Justice Learning Unit Overview 
Theme 1: Identity 
Lessons and Student Objectives 
● Lesson 1: Creating a Welcoming Environment 
o Read Aloud Text: All Are Welcome by Alexandra Penfold 
o Students will recognize that people’s multiple identities interact and create unique 
and complex individuals. 
o Students will express pride, confidence, and healthy self-esteem without denying 
the value and dignity of other people. 
● Lesson 2: The Power of One’s Name 
o Read Aloud: Alma and How She Got Her Name by Juana Martinez-Neal 
o Students will develop positive social identities based on their membership in 
multiple groups in society. 
o Students will develop language and historical and cultural knowledge that affirm 
and accurately describe their membership in multiple identity groups.  
Theme 2: Diversity 
Lessons and Student Objectives 
● Lesson 3: Symbols and the Beliefs of Others 
o Read Aloud: Deep in the Sahara by Kelly Cunnane and Hoda Hadadi 
o Students will express comfort with people who are both similar to and different 
from them and engage respectfully with all people. 
o Students will respectfully express curiosity about the history and lived 
experiences of others and will exchange ideas and beliefs in an open-minded way. 
● Lesson 4: Gender Identity 
o Read Aloud: A House for Everyone by Jo Hirst 
o Students will respond to diversity by building empathy, respect, understanding 
and connection. 
o Students will develop language and knowledge to accurately and respectfully 
describe how people (including themselves) are both similar to and different from 
each other and others in their identity groups. 
Theme 3: Justice 
Lessons and Student Objectives 
● Lesson 5: Stereotypes and Ability 
o Read Aloud: Emmanuel’s Dream by Laurie Ann Thompson and Sean Qualls 
o Students will recognize stereotypes and relates to people as individuals rather than 
representatives of groups. 
o Students will analyze the harmful impact of bias and injustice on the world, 
historically and today. 
● Lesson 6: Injustice Around the World 
o Read Aloud: Malala’s Magic Pencil by Malala Yousafzai 
o Students will recognize unfairness on the individual level (e.g., biased speech) 
and injustice at the institutional or systemic level (e.g., discrimination). 
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o Students will identify figures, groups, events, philosophies relevant to the history 
of social justice around the world. 
Theme 4: Action 
Lessons and Student Objectives 
● Lesson 7: Conscious and Unconscious Bias 
o Read Aloud: Separate is Never Equal by Duncan Tonatiuh 
o Students will express empathy when people are excluded or mistreated because of 
their identities and concern when they themselves experienced bias. 
o Students will speak up with courage and respect when they or someone else has 
been hurt or wronged by bias. 
● Lesson 8: Taking Action 
o Read Aloud: Let the Children March by Monica Clark-Robinson 
o Students will recognize their own responsibility to stand up to exclusion, 
prejudice and injustice. 
o Students will make principled decisions about when and how to take a stand 
against bias and injustice in their everyday lives and will do so despite negative 
peer or group pressure.  
 
 
 
